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introduction


There are few studies of people who have been in trouble with the law and had a clean slate for a while. Studies of offenders pose exceptional difficulties of strategy and ethics (Leibrich et al. 1984, Liebrich 1986). Studies of former offenders are even more problematic.

Previous research has described the experiences solely of men, who were all property offenders, who had all been to prison, whose time free of conviction was very varied, and who were chosen chiefly because of their availability to take part in the research (Cusson and Pinsonneault 1986, Meisenhelder 1977, 1982, Pinsonneault 1985, Shover 1985, Shover and Thompson 1992). In fact, in two of these three studies, some of the people were still in jail at the time of the interview. Farrington's cohort study of 411 males, begun in 1961, also has been able to describe the career path of criminals (Farrington and Hawkins 1991).

The present research made a major shift in direction in that it studied a random sample of both men and women who had been conviction-free for approximately three years, who had a variety of offences and whose last sentence was of supervision
 1987.

The first step in follow-up studies of people not reconvicted is to find out if not being reconvicted is the same thing as not offending. Have people really stopped offending or have they just got lucky or better at what they do? The second step is to come to grips which what going straight means to people who have been in trouble with the law. This article describes what offenders said about these matters and tries to resolve some of the conundrums of definition. It is part of a larger study which looked at the motivations and methods of going straight (Leibrich 1993).

research design

The study group was a random sample of 48
 people drawn from the 312
 who were sentenced to supervision in New Zealand in 1987, who completed their sentence in a specified probation region
, and who by 31 October 1990 had not been reconvicted of a criminal or major traffic offence. The "response rate" was exceptionally high
.  70 per cent of people in the original sample were contacted and agreed to take part. Excluding people who were dead or could not be contacted because they were living overseas, the response rate was 77 per cent.

People were interviewed, in their own homes, for an average of two hours, and the interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. There was a systematic thematic analysis of the material. A detailed methodology is given elsewhere (Leibrich, 1993, 1994).

participants

Just over half of the people who took part in the study were men. The average age at the time of the interview was 32. About a third were of European origin, a third of Māori origin and a sixth of Pacific Island origin. Others described themselves simply as Kiwis or New Zealanders.

Less than half were in paid employment and their jobs were mostly manual. Just over half were on state benefits. Only a third had any formal educational qualifications.

The participants had moderately serious involvement in crime. They had an average of five convictions, which covered a wide range of offences. According to formal records, the average age at which they had first been convicted was twenty-two, but of course many of them had been in trouble at a much younger age.
. Just over a third of them served a more serious sentence than supervision but only six had been to prison.

results

Similar Offending Since the Last Conviction

Three years after their last conviction, 77 per cent – 37 out of 48 people – said that they no longer committed the offence for which they received supervision. In most cases they gave simple and convincing answers:

	
	JL:
	And you don't do anything now?

	
	P:
	No

	
	JL:
	What: Purer than the driven snow?

	
	P:
	Virtually. My only crime now is smoking and drinking, and that's not too bad, and I'm not into drugs or anything.

	
	JL:
	But apart from not hitting again, do you do other things but you don't get caught?

	
	P:
	Well not now. I've been clean ever since that conviction.

	
	JL:
	Why?

	
	P:
	Cause I like it.

	
	JL:
	Tell me about that.

	
	P:
	I'm free, really. Free as a bird. (…)


	
	JL:
	You're free? Are you bullshitting me? Or do you still do it?

	
	P:
	No.

	
	Page 88



Three years after the last conviction, 23 per cent – 11 out of 48 people – said they were still committing the offence for which they got supervision or were committing an offence at least as serious.
 The ones who said they were still drink-driving tended to admit to it quite frankly. People who said they were still stealing or involved with drugs also seemed fairly open about it. Although Zerlina, for instance, said she was trying to resist further offending, she was clearly still shoplifting:

Not so long ago I pinched my dog's flea collar. I mean it was small, I needed it, I didn't have the money so I just pinched it so.

Well, I actually stole food for the house and I took it out on my trolley covered in rubbish. I mean I was so cunning I knew how, sort of thing. I mean those groceries were approximately $250 or something. That was the biggest I've ever done there. Otherwise I would be eating it in the shop or somehow get it in my uniform.

I haven't done it for ages, simply because I keep to myself. Except for the flea collar!

	
	JL:
	Flea collar aside, when was the last time you shoplifted?

	
	Z:
	At Woolworths.

	
	JL:
	How long? Like don't give me any dates. But are we talking a year here or are we talking six months, two months, three weeks, a day?

	
	Z:
	About 12 weeks.

	
	JL:
	12 weeks. OK. Right. Yeah. And the flea collar was just a little extra?

	
	Z:
	Yeah.

	
	Zerlina 237, 567, 951


Other Offending

I also asked people if they were still committing any other offences: 29 per cent – 14 out of 48 people – said that they were. Twelve of these were from the 37 people who said they had stopped committing the offence for which they received supervision, and two were from the 11 who said they still committed either the offence for which they received their last conviction or a more serious one. Virtually all of the other offending which people described was less serious than the offence for which they got supervision. Horris gave a good example of this. As this except shows, he was scrupulous about admitting to current offending, but realistic about its relative unimportance in the context of the changes he was making in his life:

	
	JL:
	Do you think you've really stopped offending?

	
	H:
	Offending? Breaking the law? No. Minor things, you know, I'll always be breaking the law.

	
	JL:
	You say you still do minor things. Like what's minor to you?


	
	H:
	Well, my car you know, has no warrant, no registration and I don't worry about things like that, eh? Bald tyres and I got, this is good for the record! It's got no reverse. It's got second, third and fourth. Things like that just don't matter at the moment.

	
	Horris 964


Patch, who had a history of several convictions for drink-driving and assault, had already admitted to on-going drink-driving – the offence for which he last received supervision. In addition, he admitted that he still occasionally gets into fights and very occasionally smokes marijuana. Like Horris, he scraped the barrel to tell me of any other offending:

	
	P:
	These houses next door (which were empty). I went and helped myself to a bit of rubbish that was lying around there. [i.e. building materials] That's stealing, I suppose.

	
	Patch 1053


By far the most common offence that people said they also committed was smoking marijuana. Although only one person out of the 48 got their last sentence for possession of cannabis, nine of them had a prior drug-related conviction and in all, 13
 people said that they currently smoked drugs. A few more said they had tried marijuana in the past but disliked it. Most people said their drug use was very occasional. A few, however, regularly smoked marijuana and one or two were seemingly dependent on it. The attitude towards smoking marijuana was so casual amongst the people I interviewed, that during one interview an arrangement was openly made to supply someone with it.

Like cannabis use, drink-driving was also not considered a crime by many people I interviewed. Yet a history of drink-driving was very common. Nearly half of them – 21 out of 48 – had at least one conviction for drink-driving. For 11 of them drink-driving had featured in their last conviction. Yet when I asked about on-going offending, only six people said that they were still drink-driving. I had to wonder whether drink-driving was taken for granted to such an extent that it was not even seen as an offence worth mentioning.

Two or three people admitted to taking benefits to which they weren't entitled or to avoiding payment of tax. The following person, for example, admitted to doing "a bit of moonlighting":

	
	JL:
	Do you do casual work?

	
	A:
	Yeah well I, that's just a perk, I actually go up and shear some sheep for the old brother-in-law, and he gets me something or some mutton or something like that. He never gives me money though. He'd shout me down the pub or something like that. If I wanted some money off him he'd give it. But I think everybody does that anyway. I'd just be kidding myself if I said I don't do all that (…) I mean like there is ways you can get around that, like go and work somewhere else and then they just pay you somewhere else and then they just pay you under the table. I think now a lot of people are doing it now, with the changes. Too tough now. I don't mind getting paid under the table.

	
	Anon A
 119


Less Frequent Offending

Although some people said their offending had stopped right after the last conviction, most said it had tapered off during the past three years. Nick for example, left his gang three years ago, but it had taken a further two years before he completely stopped committing theft:

	
	JL:
	Have you offended at all then after that last sentence of supervision?

	
	N:
	Yeah. I only got into a little bit of trouble eh? You know, I made sure I never got caught you see.

	
	JL:
	Will you tell me about that?

	
	N:
	That was just, you know, thieving, a lot of thieving eh? I had to snap out of that thieving, that stealing from people what's not yours, so I don't do it, because you know…

	
	JL:
	So you did a bit of thieving and you didn't get caught?

	
	N:
	Yeah, a bit of hassling people you know, bullying people.

	
	JL:
	But you never got caught for that?

	
	N:
	I needed a change, you know, from hurting people and stealing from people, I just looked at it because no one never done it to me.

	
	JL:
	But have you really changed or would you do it again? Be straight up. Come on, we've been talking for a long time. Do you still thieve?

	
	N:
	No.

	
	JL:
	You really gave it up?

	
	N:
	Yeah. I did.

	
	Nick 720


Mary Jane gave the clearest description of how offending can taper off. In the following except she explains that the intervals between her convictions are at least getting longer:

	
	Well, I used to get into trouble like very two months, every three months, you know. I'd be in court like twice every two months or three months. Or it would be something like that. But over the years it's just got longer and longer, the period's got longer. Like once a year, once every six months that sort of thing, you know, I started to calm down.

	
	Mary Jane 335


The importance of acknowledging that for some people offending doesn't just stop, but tapers off – in time and type – was also confirmed by the way people talked about their failed attempts to stop offending. One of the questions I asked of people who said they had stopped offending was whether they had ever tried to stop offending before. Almost half of those who had stopped – 12 out of 28
 - said that they had tried before and failed. I also asked those who said they were still offending if they had ever tried to stop at all. Six out of the eleven said that they had tried and failed.

In 14 out of these 18 cases of failed attempts to stop offending, people had been trying to give up an addiction. In seven cases the dependency was on alcohol and in five cases it was on drugs. In two cases people said they were addicted to shoplifting.

defining "going straight"

Although nearly half of the group – 23 out of 48 – reported some degree of on-going offending to me, most of them saw themselves as straight. Their definition clearly cut across my starting position of defining going straight as not offending. This really gave me pause for thought.

The point was, of course, that either they did not consider their offending real crime or, in some cases, they felt the fact that they were offending to a lesser degree (tapering off perhaps) meant they were going straight if not yet quite there. To the participants in this study, going straight usually meant being honest – not stealing, not ripping people off and actually leading a responsible life:

	
	S:
	Now what do I do? I do no drinking, I used to be a heavy drinker then, I've given up drinking. I do a little bit of drugs, marijuana mostly. Other than that, I don't know, I guess you could call me straight.

	
	JL:
	Would you call yourself straight? Would you say you'd gone straight?

	
	S:
	Compared to all my friends now yeah. I would consider myself very straight.

	
	Samuel 98


	
	E:
	The conviction that bothers me is the first one that I got which was for theft, I really don't like that.

	
	JL:
	Why was that?

	
	E:
	Just because I don't like thieves, I don't like to be called a thief.

	
	JL:
	Do you think of yourself as a criminal?

	
	E:
	No, no.

	
	JL:
	What's your reaction to that question? Like you've got some convictions. How would you describe yourself in relation to the fact that you've got a few convictions?

	
	E:
	Well I suppose I the eyes of the law I am a criminal. Yeah. But in my eyes I’m not.

	
	JL:
	Tell me why not.

	
	E:
	Well because what I've been convicted for are such pitiful things, you know

	
	Ellen 649


Ellen's angle of vision was typical of the group: hardly anyone actually said they were not straight. The term crooked clearly cast a strong moral shadow.

I had begun the research by equating "going straight" with "stopping offending altogether". As I conducted the fieldwork, I tried to work out whether this definition held water. How credible would the study be if I called people who were clearly still breaking the law "straight"? Yet how realistic or useful would the study be if I used too stringent a definition? This was a kind of crisis of definition. For a time, I was tempted to resolve it simply by including only the people who said they were not offending at all; and somehow ignoring the others. But simplification often obscured the truth. So instead I tried to accommodate the apparent paradox and, like the people in the stories who sought meaning in their lives, pursued the search of meaning within this study. Inevitably I found it through our conversations. The interviews were the heart of this research and my dilemma was resolved the day I met Mystique.

In research which relies on talking with people, there are critical interviews or at least critical moments in interviews. These are the keys which turn the locks for the researcher because they provide entry to some crucial issue. My meeting with Mystique was such an interview. She had a history of assault, burglary and theft and had last been to prison for aggravated robbery. She no longer committed these offences. Mystique was clearly struggling to make a new start – over three years after her last conviction – she had yet to find stable accommodation for herself and her baby son. As I heard her story I realised that if I used a rigid definition of what it is to be going straight then because of Mystique's admission that she still occasionally smoked marijuana, I could not present this woman as straight. Yet seen in the context of her life, I knew the day I met Mystique that I had to revise my own idea that not offending and going straight were one and the same thing.

In the end, I used the following working definition of whether people were straight. It was based mainly on what people said about their current offending behaviour:

Straight: People who said they had stopped committing the supervision offence altogether, but who might still be committing some less serious offence.

Curved: People who said that whilst they still committed the supervision offence, they did so less frequently or in a less serious way.

Crooked: People who said they still committed the supervision offence and that their offending had not decreased at all, or who said that they now committed an offence more serious than the supervision offence.

I classified 37 out of the 48 people as Straight, six as Curved, and five as Crooked.

discussion

In talking about going straight, there is a need to be open-minded about the nature of change. If someone has been involved in aggravated robbery, is perhaps a bout of shoplifting an improvement? If someone has regularly got drunk and driven home from the pub every Friday night, is getting a lift from friends on all but very rare occasions an improvement? If someone has been using and dealing in hard drugs, is getting off hard drugs, stopping dealing, but occasionally smoking marijuana an improvement? Such an idea of improvement was exactly what was involved in people's thoughts on going straight.

The usual solution to reducing crime is conceptualised as reducing that fraction of the population which commit crime. But another solution is to reduce the rate or type of crime committed (Blumstein et al. 1988). The research here would suggest that this is a meaningful way to measure crime reduction, and a useful model for developing strategies of crime reduction.

There is a corollary to this way of viewing crime. Clearly, not having a further conviction does not mean that someone is not offending. But more importantly, the presence of some offending does not mean that a person is not going straight. The apparent inconsistency in what people said might seem to pose a paradox which provokes a divergent view of desistance from crime.
 It is possible both to be straight and to offend. The paradox is resolved by considering the nature of the offence in relation to the person's individual sense of right and wrong. Where people said they were straight but still offending, they did not generally think the offence they were committing was wrong. They did not think it was real crime. This was most evident in people's remarks about marijuana and drink-driving. By comparison, and more importantly, they had stopped committing offences that they thought were wrong.

This finding raises the question – are we to define crime by personal morality or by law? But how many of us would have convictions if we were caught for every transgression? Compare the self-assessment of this group of convicted offenders, who had an average of five convictions each, with the self-assessment of a group of New Zealand university students. A recent study found that 61 per cent of students at a New Zealand university said that during the previous year they smoked marijuana, 53 per cent admitted driving while drunk, and 58 per cent said they had stolen something worth less than $10 and 10 per cent said they had stolen something worth more than $50. Yet 80 per cent of this same group said they were generally law-abiding citizens. Moreover, the views of these students were not dissimilar to those of American students (Eskridge 1992).

Crime statistics can give a false impression of the number of offences actually committed (Harris 1992). To come to the notice of most official statistics, a crime has not only to be committed but to be reported and the offender has to be found, charged and convicted. This filter means that we have a very distorted idea about the number of offenders in our society.

A related question which this research highlights is: how does society judge what it is to be straight? Perhaps the definition differs according to whether the person being judged has a prior conviction. Would the people in my sample who still smoke marijuana be judged any less straight than the students in Eskridge's?

A further complication in examining changes in criminal behaviour is that it is often more comfortable to think in a dichotomous way – people have either had a reconviction or not. They have either continued to offend or not. They are either "straight" or "crooked". Most sentence evaluation research, for example, by its very method of depending on reconviction rates as a measure of outcome, casts the question of behavioural change into this Yes/No framework. Yet such research must break through the barrier of the dichotomous approach (Conrad 1982, Oxley 1984, Leibrich 1986). If it does not, then when it is translated into policy development, decisions will continue to be made on black and white figures, whereas it is the shades of grey that matter. It is the nature of change and the process by which it occurs that are important in the transformation from being a criminal to being straight.

The process of change is described more fully elsewhere (Leibrich, 1993). But the essential features tie in very strongly with a concept of a meaningful shift in the life of the individual. When asked why they went straight, people talked about positive changes in their life to do with a revision of personal values (such as improved self-esteem or a wish to meet family responsibilities) and the acquisition of valued life assets (such as a baby, a partner, a home, a job). They also talked of the negative things which dissuaded them from further crime by the distress of being caught, the fear of future consequences and some practical constraints. The single most important reason for giving up crime was a sense of shame about what they had done. This evolved as they developed a greater sense of self and a feeling of belonging and having a meaningful place in society.

When asked about how they gave up crime, the main strategies involved in dealing with underlying problems and seeing models of how they could be different. It often meant changing friendship patterns – learning to distance themselves from people they tended to get into trouble with, and forging new friendships from people they tended to get into trouble with, and forging new friendships and connections. In the course of these discussions it also became clear that the stigma of conviction was a major problem for people going straight – both the stigma of the formal record of conviction and the informal one of tattoos. People often talked about the importance of being given a "break" – a chance to be different.

One of the clearest messages which came through the interviews was that for the most part, going straight was not a vague or random occurrence. People decided to go straight. It was a conscious, explicit decision. Only occasionally did people talk of a kind of natural tailing-off of offending. Certainly, it is likely that people had put a retrospective meaning on what had happened to them. And no doubt, I was often hearing this post-hoc rationalisation. But what struck me was the vivid way they gave examples of the exact moments of turning points and crucial changes in perception. People talked about the critical effect of the death of someone important to them, or the day they finally faced their drug addiction. The metaphors people used to describe the change in their life, were commonly ones of journey, travel, the opening of doors to other rooms, other worlds, the coming out of dark into light. The changes they described were gradual. The process was often slow and painful. And the nature of the change was often partial. The key to success lay in the personal commitment to change and the context for change being favourable.

These findings have some striking similarities to more specific studies of male property offenders whose last sentence was imprisonment. This suggests that those earlier research findings may be generalised. Pinsonneault found that certain factors induced people to take the threat of punishment seriously, re-establish their links with society, and server their association with their criminal friends. Events which gave meaning to life, such as being in love, having an interesting job and satisfying family ties, provided an incentive for respecting the law. They came to a decision to stop offending and claimed total responsibility for the autonomy of the decision (Pinsonneault 1985, Cusson and Pinsonneault 1986). Meisenhelder found that the threat of punishment in combination with the "pull of normality" was a major factor in going straight. The most influential factors were those which gave the individual a "meaningful bond to the conventional social order" – such as a job, a home, a good personal relationship, and family responsibilities. He also pointed out that the path to going straight could be zig-zag, rather than direct (Meisenhelder 1977, 1982). Shover (1985) argued that ageing offenders gradually become more aware of the brevity of their lives and increasingly unwilling to risk wasting their remaining years in prison. Along with Carol Thompson, he has more recently developed a model which found that age, past success at avoiding confinement, expectations of success from crime, and level of education are significant predictors of crime desistance (Shover and Thompson 1992). And Farrington's work is beginning to highlight the importance of personal relationships in going straight (Farrington, personal communication).

This research into desistance from crime gives a warning that in the policy field of social change, if we define our terms too tidily we will not grasp reality. And if we expect change to be precise and orderly we will miss the point entirely. The crime problem in New Zealand is most easily described in numbers, statistics, graphs and trends. But it is best understood in the voices of individuals and the meaning of life to each person.

The implication of this for social policy is that criminal justice programs which focus narrowly on stopping criminal behaviour will not be nearly so effective as social programs in the field of education, health, employment, cultural equality, and the strengthening of personal relationships, which will enrich the lives of the individuals in our society.
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� The sentence of supervision puts a person under the supervision of a probation officer for between six months and two years. The court may impose additional conditions, such as giving the probation officer specific control of the person's finances or referring the person for assessment and treatment and "such other conditions as the court thinks fit to reduce the likelihood of further offending:". Criminal Justice Act 1985, s.50(1)(c).


� Two of the 50 people I interviewed said that they were innocent of the offence for which they had received supervision. Consequently their interview material does not form part of this study and the final number of participants was 48.


� 5,540 people were sentenced to supervision in 1987; 1,515 of the 5,540 had not had a conviction since the start of their sentence; 312 of the 1,515 had terminated their sentence in the selected probation region.


� There are four probation regions in New Zealand.


� Studies of offender populations have notoriously low response rates (Leibrich 1986).


� Cases heard in the youth court do not usually result in a conviction.


� …indicates a pause and (…) indicates some text has been removed.


� Page is a pseudonym – participants were asked to choose their own cover names. This person was seeking as much anonymity as possible! The line number is a reference to the line in the original transcript.


� Seriousness of offending is measured in this study according to the New Zealand scale of offence seriousness [Spier et al. 1991].


� In giving this number, I want to stress that I did not specifically ask about cannabis use in all interviews. This information was volunteered and the figure may well be higher, especially as most people did not think of this as an offence at all and may not have volunteered it when I asked about other offending.


� Although most quotations are fully referenced, occasionally the person expressed a particular concern about confidentiality in relation to a specific thing they said. The letter following Anon indicates a particular person.


� In nine of these cases this question was not appropriate as people said the offence had only occurred once.


� See Rappaport's [1981] interesting paper "In praise of paradox".





